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A B S T R A C T   

The unemployment rate has sharply increased as a result of the lockdown associated with the spread of COVID- 
19. The negative effect of the lockdown is more conspicuous among the less-educated workers than the highly- 
educated workers. Because Asian Americans are more likely to have a bachelor or higher degree than any other 
racial group, they are expected to be relatively immune to the drop in employment unless the detrimental impact 
of the lockdown is severer for Asian Americans. Exploiting the panel aspect of the Current Population Survey – 
Merged Outgoing Rotation Group, we examine the changes in At-work status before and after the lockdown and 
between the lockdown and months of the reopening. The empirical results uncover that Asian Americans are 
more negatively affected by the lockdown than any other racial group, net of education, immigration status, and 
other covariates. Surprisingly, the negative impact of the lockdown is entirely concentrated on less-educated 
Asian Americans. Regardless of gender, less-educated Asian Americans are substantially more likely to lose 
employment than equally educated Whites and are not more likely to regain employment during the reopening 
months. Other less-educated racial minorities do not experience more reduction in At-work status than Whites, 
net of covariates. Highly-educated Asian Americans’ employment is equally affected by the lockdown with 
equally educated Whites.   

1. Introduction 

COVID-19 brought forth an unprecedented level of unemployment in 
the United States (Bartik, Bertrand, Lin, Rothstein, & Unrath, 2020). The 
increase in unemployment is primarily driven by mass layoffs, and not 
individuals quitting their jobs (Dias, Chance, & Buchanan, 2020). Pre-
vious research on labor market outcomes at the onset of COVID-19 
(Bartik et al., 2020; Collins, Landivar, Ruppanner, & Scarborough, 
2020; Cowan, 2020; Fairlie, Couch, & Xu, 2020) suggests that the 
adverse effect of the lockdown is more pronounced among those groups 
who were typically disadvantaged in the labor market pre-pandemic. 
The negative effect of the lockdown is more conspicuous among the 
less-educated workers than the highly-educated workers (Bartik et al., 
2020; Cowan, 2020; Montenovo et al., 2020). Because Asian Americans 
are more likely to have a bachelor’s or higher degree than any other 
racial group (Sakamoto, Goyette, & Kim, 2009), they are expected to be 
relatively immune to the drop in employment. Lower reservation wages 
for immigrants (Wang & Sakamoto, 2016) provides another reason to 
believe that Asian Americans might be relatively immune to the detri-
mental labor market impact of COVID-19. Contrary to this expectation, 

however, there are sizeable job losses among Asian Americans (Bartik 
et al., 2020; Cheng et al., 2020). Nevertheless, the employment status of 
Asian Americans during the pandemic is seldom discussed even if sta-
tistical results are presented in tables. 

Previous studies demonstrated that the negative impacts of natural 
disasters and economic recessions are not ubiquitous across groups but 
more consequential to minorities (Downey, 2014; Hout, Levanon, & 
Cumberworth, 2011; Zottarelli, 2008). For example, the Great Recession 
of 2008 is known for its significant impacts on the employment status of 
less-educated men, younger workers, and Black and Hispanic workers 
(Hoynes, Miller, & Schaller, 2012). Asian Americans were not a part of 
the minority groups who are more negatively affected by disasters than 
Whites in the 2008 Great Recession (Elsby, Bart, & Aysegul, 2010; Wang 
& Sakamoto, 2016). Though Hurricane Katrina impacted the Viet-
namese community heavily, they could recover relatively quickly, while 
Black Americans suffered from lingering effects (Elliott & Pais, 2006). 
The effects of COVID-19 on Asian Americans, however, can be different 
from the previous disasters. The COVID-19 pandemic is unique in that it 
presumably originated in Wuhan, China. As early as March of 2020, the 
FBI predicted a potential rise in anti-Asian hate crime due to the 
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COVID-19 pandemic (Mallin & Margolin, 2020). Analyses of data from 
March of 2020 to mid-May have supported the FBI’s predictions of a 
spike in anti-Asian hate crimes (Choi & Kulkarni, 2020). 

Existing studies on the impact of COVID-19 show a larger negative 
effect in labor market activities among racial and ethnic minorities, 
those born outside the U.S., women with children, the least educated, 
and workers with a disability (Cowan, 2020, Bartik et al., 2020; Collins 
et al., 2020; Fairlie, 2020; Kristal & Yaish, 2020; Landivar, Ruppanner, 
Scarborough, & Collins, 2020; Moen, Pedtke, & Flood, 2020; Montenovo 
et al., 2020). Bartik et al. (2020) report that Asian Americans were 5.4 % 
point more likely to lose employment than Whites in April, while the 
disadvantages of Blacks and Hispanics compared to Whites were 4.8 % 
point and 1.7 % point, respectively. Disparities in the impact of 
COVID-19 are particularly salient by levels of education, especially be-
tween college-educated and less than college-educated workers (Cowan, 
2020: 16; Fairlie et al., 2020). During the reopening months, the 
employment rebound further stratified the workforce, because the high 
concentration of initial job loss among lower-wage workers was 
accompanied by a much slower recovery rate among workers in the 
lowest wage quantile (Cajner et al., 2020). 

Although informative, the existing studies that include Asian 
Americans in their analyses (e.g., Bartik et al., 2020; Cheng et al., 2020) 
do not control migration status and region, two crucial covariates in 
estimating the net effect of being Asian Americans, nor do they address 
why Asian Americans’ high education did not protect them. As for Asian 
Americans, the focus of the current COVID-19 literature is usually on the 
discriminatory practices outside the labor market (Kantamneni, 2020). 
In this study, we examine whether Asian Americans bear a harder labor 
market hit by COVID-19 net of covariates, and explore the variation of 
the negative effect of COVID-19 across levels of education and by 
gender. 

2. Methods 

2.1. Data 

We utilize the Current Population Survey – Merged Outgoing Rota-
tion Group (CPS-MORG) available at IPUMS (Flood, King, Rodgers, 
Ruggles, & Warren, 2020). The CPS-MORG is a monthly survey that is 
the source of the official government employment statistics. For this 
study, we use January to August surveys of the 2020 CPS-MORG. 
Samples are limited to age 18–59. We exclude those who are in the 
armed forces or in school either in full-time or part-time. 

The CPS-MORG has a unique 4-8-4 sampling scheme. Capitalizing on 
this unique sampling scheme, we convert the CPS-MORG into a mini- 
panel dataset. Individuals in each monthly survey are longitudinally 
linked using the individual identification key (i.e., cpsidp) provided by 
IPUMS. We build two panel datasets: the lockdown panel, which links 
months (January to March) before the lockdown to the most stringent 
lockdown month (April); and the reopening panel, which links the most 
stringent lockdown months (April and May) to the months of reopening 
(May-August). For the individuals who appear more than once before 
and after the lockdown month, we keep the data point of the nearest 
month for the lockdown panel and that of the farthest month for the 
reopening panel. Each individual appears twice in each panel. 

2.2. Methods 

The main dependent variable of interest is the changes in work status 
before and after the lockdown compared to the work status during the 
lockdown. Using the employment status information in each month, we 
classify the changes in employment status into 4 types: (I) continuously 
working in both periods; (II) previously not-working but working in the 
later period; (III) previously working but not-working in the later period; 

Table 1 
Changes in Employment Status by Lockdown and Reopening.  

(A) Lockdown Panel (B) Reopening Panel   

Period 1 (Jan-Mar)   Period 2 (Apr-May)   

At-work Not-work   At-work Not-work 

Period 2 (Apr) 
At-work (I) Continuous At-work (II) New At-work 

Period 3 (May-Aug) 
At-work (I) Continuous At-work (II) New At-work 

Not- 
work (III) New Not-work (IV) Continuous Not-work 

Not- 
work (III) New Not-work (IV) Continuous Not-work  

Fig. 1. Change in the Proportion of the Currently At-work by Race between January and August in 2020 among 18-59 Year Old. 
Notes: Calculated from CPS-MORG monthly. 
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and (IV) continuously not-working in both periods. Table 1 shows our 
scheme. At-work refers to currently working. Not-work includes have-a- 
job-but-not-working, unemployment, and not-in-labor-force (NILF). 

Using the changes in employment status as a dependent variable, we 
estimate multinomial logistic regressions. The main independent vari-
able, race, consists of non-Hispanic Whites (= reference group, Whites 
hereafter), non-Hispanic Blacks (Blacks hereafter), Hispanics, Asian 
Americans, and others. Control variables include age, age-squared, ed-
ucation (less than high school; high school graduate; some college; BA; 
and graduate degree), marital status, number of children, family size, 
immigrant, citizenship, and 9-census regions. The month in sample of 
the CPS-MORG is also controlled. We weight all analyses and report 
robust standard errors. 

3. Empirical findings 

Soon after the lockdown, the proportion of At-work among the 
18–59-year-old population plummeted from 75.3 % in March to 62.3 % 
in April, a 13.0 % point drop. The drop is much severer for the less- 
educated (a 16.3 % point drop for those with a high school diploma or 
less) than that for the highly-educated (an 8.6 % point drop for BA+). 
Even though Asian Americans are more educated than any other racial/ 
ethnic groups, the drop in At-work for them is greater than other races. 
In particular, Asian American men were hit hard. Fig. 1 shows the 
changes in the proportion of At-work by race and gender over eight 
months. The proportion of At-work for Asian American men dropped by 
17.5 percentage points between March and April, while the drops for 
White, Black, and Hispanic men were by 11.0, 14.3, and 15.3 % points, 
respectively. The At-work rate improved for all races during the 
reopening months. However, the At-work rate did not return to the pre- 
lockdown level as of August. Women’s employment was equally nega-
tively affected to men’s. Contrary to men, however, Asian American 
women do not seem to be more negatively affected compared to other 

racial groups. 
Table 2 present the marginal effects of multinomial logits after 

controlling for other covariates. It shows the net effect of being minor-
ities compared to Whites. New Not-work rate after the lockdown is 3.9 % 
point higher for Asian American men. Black men experience a similar 
magnitude of increase in New Not-work. Many lost their work because of 
the lockdown, but some gained new employment. Interestingly, the rate 
of New At-work is statistically significantly higher for Black men 
compared to White men, while that for Asian American men is statisti-
cally significantly lower. Combining the rates of New At-work and New 
Not-work, the disadvantage of Asian American men compared to White 
men is 5.5 % point, while that of Black men is 3.2 % point. To check 
further whether the hardship of Asian Americans after the lockdown is 
associated with their immigration status, we limit our sample to the 
native-born (not shown here). To our surprise, the relative rate of New 
Not-work compared to White men grows to 6.8 percentage points for 
native-born Asian American men. Nativity status does not protect the 
particularly detrimental effect of the lockdown against Asian American 
men. In another model, we restrict the sample to those who had worked 
before the lockdown. Our results are not changed. Unlike men, no sta-
tistically significant differences across races are evident for women. It is 
worth noting that the higher Continuous Not-work rate for Hispanic 
women is associated with their lower labor force participation rate 
before the pandemic. 

Next, we assess the variation across racial groups in regaining 
employment during the reopening. For both genders, no racial minor-
ities show a statistically significantly positive increase in New At-work, 
which indicates that the change in At-work during the reopening is 
invariant across races. Minority groups who experienced the more 
detrimental impact of the lockdown in At-work status do not return to 
work at a higher rate than Whites. Instead, Black and Hispanic women 
more likely lost their At-work status than Whites even during the 
reopening. 

Table 2 
Marginal Effects of Multinomial Logit: Lockdown and Reopening (Ref. = Non-Hispanic White Women).   

(I) Continuous At-work (II) New At-work (III) New Not-work (IV) Continuous Not-work  

Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

I. Lockdown 
a. Men 
Non-Hispanic Blacks − 0.113*** (0.007) 0.017* (0.007) 0.039** (0.013) 0.057*** (0.012) 
Hispanics 0.012 (0.014) 0.001 (0.005) − 0.002 (0.010) − 0.011 (0.009) 
Asian Americans − 0.068** (0.022) − 0.016*** (0.004) 0.039* (0.017) 0.045* (0.018) 
Others − 0.111*** (0.029) 0.001 (0.009) 0.038 (0.022) 0.072*** (0.021) 
-2LL (Observations) 90,347,866 (N = 16,424) 
b. Women 
Non-Hispanic Blacks − 0.028 (0.016) − 0.000 (0.005) 0.015 (0.012) 0.013 (0.014) 
Hispanics 0.017 (0.015) 0.004 (0.005) 0.014 (0.011) − 0.034** (0.012) 
Asian Americans − 0.023 (0.022) − 0.004 (0.006) 0.027 (0.016) 0.000 (0.019) 
Others − 0.011 (0.030) − 0.011 (0.007) 0.041 (0.023) − 0.019 (0.025) 
-2LL (Observations) 105,619,234 (N = 17,114) 
II. Reopening         
a. Men         
Non-Hispanic Blacks − 0.097*** (0.016) − 0.011 (0.009) 0.005 (0.007) 0.103*** (0.014) 
Hispanics 0.006 (0.013) 0.000 (0.008) 0.007 (0.006) − 0.013 (0.010) 
Asian Americans − 0.073*** (0.021) − 0.002 (0.012) 0.006 (0.010) 0.068*** (0.018) 
Others − 0.132*** (0.030) − 0.003 (0.018) 0.005 (0.015) 0.130*** (0.026) 
− 2LL (Observations) 126,191,225 (N = 19,248) 
b. Women 
Non-Hispanic Blacks − 0.053*** (0.015) − 0.011 (0.008) 0.015* (0.008) 0.050*** (0.015) 
Hispanics − 0.021 (0.014) 0.005 (0.008) 0.022** (0.007) 0.005 (0.013) 
Asian Americans − 0.046* (0.021) − 0.006 (0.011) − 0.005 (0.008) 0.057** (0.020) 
Others − 0.004 (0.030) 0.009 (0.017) 0.006 (0.014) − 0.012 (0.026) 
-2LL (Observations) 142,728,660 (N = 19,891) 

Notes: Marginal effects are estimated at means. Controls variables include age, age squared, levels of education, immigrant and citizen indicators, marital status, 
number of children, family size, census region, and month in sample as of January to March. 

* p < .05. 
** p < .01. 
*** p < .001 (two-tailed test). 
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The more rapid drop in employment for Asian Americans compared 
to Whites during the lockdown raises a question: why did the higher 
level of educational attainment of Asian Americans not protect them 
from the negative impact of the lockdown? To address this question, we 
estimate multinomial logit models separately by education. Fig. 2 pre-
sents the marginal effects of being minorities compared to Whites. For 
simplicity, the marginal effects of (III) New Not-work after the lockdown 
and those of (II) New At-work during the reopening are depicted. 

The relatively higher rise in Not-work after the lockdown among 
Asian Americans is evident only among those with less than a bachelor’s 

degree. Asian Americans who have a bachelor’s or higher degree seem to 
be equally protected from the negative impact of the lockdown to 
Whites.2 Among men who do not have a bachelor’s degree, Asian 
Americans are the most disadvantaged. The proportion of those who lost 
At-work status after the pandemic among the less-educated is 9.7 % 
point higher for Asian Americans than Whites. For comparison, the gap 
between White and Black men is 1.8 % point. Interestingly, gender 
differences among Asian Americans disappear in the education segre-
gated models. Like less-educated Asian American men, less-educated 
Asian American women experienced a higher increase in Not-work 

Fig. 2. Marginal Effects of Multinomial Logits: Being Minority Compared to Whites Disaggregated by Education and Gender. 
Notes: Specifications include race, age, age squared, levels of education, immigrant and citizen indicators, marital status, family size, number of children, census 
region, and month in sample as of January-March for the lockdown, and April-May for the reopening. Only the marginal effects for (III) New Not-work for lockdown, 
and (II) New At-work for reopen are shown. Vertical lines indicate 95 % confidence interval. 
(A) Men, ≤ SC: N = 10,671; Men, BA+: N = 5,753; Women, ≤ SC: N = 10,077; Women, BA+: N = 7,037. 
(B) Men, ≤ SC: N = 12,365; Men, BA+: N = 6,883; Women, ≤ SC: N = 11,417; Women, BA+: N = 8,474. 

2 It is noteworthy that the excessive reduction in At-work status after the 
lockdown is conspicuous among the highly-educated Blacks, while the less- 
educated Blacks are not more disadvantaged than less-educated Whites in 
terms of the likelihood of losing a job after the lockdown, net of covariates. 
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rate than equally educated White women. No other less-educated racial 
minorities are negatively affected by the lockdown as much as Asian 
Americans, regardless of gender. These results are consistent with the 
previous finding that the model minority image hurts Asian Americans 
who do not fit with such an image (Kim & Sakamoto, 2014). The control 
of occupation and industry in the previous job cannot account for the 
less-educated Asian Americans’ plight. During the reopening months, 
Asian Americans do not experience a higher gain in New At-work than 
other racial groups, regardless of gender or levels of education. Asian 
Americans who lost a job during the lockdown are equally likely to 
remain at Not-work status with other racial groups. 

4. Conclusion 

Our study sheds new light on the racialized impact of COVID-19. 
Asian Americans used to experience a smaller magnitude of labor mar-
ket disadvantages than other racial minorities (Kim & Sakamoto, 2010; 
Kim & Zhao, 2014). In contrast to the model minority image of Asian 
Americans, the drop in the rate of the currently At-work as a result of the 
lockdown is most severe among less-educated Asian Americans, 
regardless of gender. The reasons why less-educated Asian Americans 
are so negatively affected while highly educated Asian Americans are 
comparable with other racial groups should be studied further. There are 
several possible explanations. First, this can be a result of the rise in 
anti-Asian sentiment as political leaders portrayed COVID-19 as the 
Chinese virus or Wuhan virus (discrimination). Another possibility is 
that Asian Americans are more likely to opt out from the labor market in 
facing the risk of COVID-19 as they are more sensitive to the danger of 
COVID-19, or they have other resources to cope with the financial 
problem of unemployment (self-selection). We also cannot rule out a 
possibility of other labor market mechanisms such that Asian Americans 
reduce outdoor activities including shopping more than other groups, 
and as a result, ethnic economy suffers. Future research on other labor 
market outcomes such as work hours, earnings, and job changes are also 
warranted. 
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